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      December 10

      Snow Creek, California

      
Drew Decker parked in front of the Main Street Diner and turned off the car. The tick, tick, tick of the engine was the only noise in the silent, December night. Normally this time of year, snowflakes drifted lazily to the sidewalk and created a scene straight out of Currier and Ives.

      There hadn’t been a lot of snowfall this year, the drought had edged into the Sierras. Instead of piles and piles of snow, random patches of grass and dirt were visible between the melted snow. The town looked nothing like his memories of Christmas perfection.

      Which was ironic, because Drew had always hated Snow Creek. At least, he’d hated the town since he was ten years old. The picture postcard purity of his home town had always felt like a cage. Now, he could finally be free of the restrictive chains of the quaint little town. He laughed at the bitter irony. Because his freedom had come at a horrible price.

      His mother was dead.

      The sorrow, an empty, unrelenting ache, consumed him like a black hole. He couldn’t believe she was gone. There was nothing to tie him to this place anymore.

      He just had to endure the next two days, then one final week in Snow Creek, and he could wipe the last of this town’s dust from his shoes and never look back.

      He wasn’t sure what he was doing in front of the diner.

      He’d just known that he couldn’t go home yet. He’d had an urgent need to see Britney Lamb. To be in her presence and absorb her peace. He couldn’t even articulate why he felt that way. He’d seen her every time he came home to visit his mother for the last seven months. Had to hold back the unexpected and inadvisable attraction to a woman who was so totally off limits it should have been a no brainer. She was taking care of his mother. She was the biological mother of his adopted niece and nephew. She loved the town he hated. He could come up with a million reasons why being attracted to Britney was a bad idea.

      But for those few minutes every visit, they’d forged a connection that transcended bad ideas. Right now, with the ache in his heart and the grief in his mind, the only person he wanted was Britney.

      He stared through the window of the Main Street Diner, a fixture in the town for the last sixty years. Faded Christmas lights blinked off and on in the window looking old and tired. But the Wiseman brothers had clearly been doing some upgrades since the logo, a retro coffee cup with a curl of steam, sparkled on the shiny new plate glass window. Through the large picture window, Britney paused at an occupied table, her head cocked and a tight smile on her face. As she joked and chatted with the customers she appeared relaxed and at ease. He knew why he was here. He just wanted some of her calm to rub off on him. He needed her.

      Something about her presence drew him. She burned with an inner peace that seemed to quiet the turmoil inside him with just the barest of interaction. Britney had been living with Mom for the last seven months, helping the family out so that Ally and Nick could stay in Sacramento during the week and Drew could follow his dream.

      His mother had insisted Drew take this job. Yeah, it was the opportunity of a lifetime.

      Drew had been working with Rudolph Lovell, the premiere wolf wildlife conservationist in the world. He’d been chosen out of thousands of applicants. The once in a lifetime chance to re-introduce the gray wolf back into the wildlife population in the Northern Sierra mountains after the success of the program in Yellowstone had been the ultimate honor.

      But at what cost?

      Drew had applied to the program before his mother had gotten sick. Part of the reason he’d been chosen for this team was because of his ties to the local area. Which was ironic since he hated his home town.

      There was nothing to tie him to Snow Creek anymore.

      He was sure someday he’d be pleased, but right now, no ties to the town that raised him didn’t seem so great. Besides his crippling need to see Brit, he couldn’t face the house just yet. He needed a shot of her serenity before he went to his childhood home and dealt with the reality that his mother was truly gone.

      That compulsion to see Britney, gather her tranquility, hit him dead center in the chest.

      Drew pushed open the door to the diner, the cheery jingle from the bells attached to the inside, startled him momentarily.

      He stopped abruptly.

      Britney continued to scribble on her order pad. “Be right with y—“ She chose that moment to look up and he realized his earlier assessment was wrong. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and her cheeks were pale with fatigue. Her hair was piled on top of her head in her signature fun bun, but it was clear that fun was the last thing on her mind.

      She blinked, then registered his appearance. He had a week-long beard and he’d spent the last two days hiking back to base camp to get home. He hadn’t had time to do anything more than pack his duffel and head to Snow Creek.

      Luckily, their project had state of the art satellite communications and they’d been able to reach him immediately to let him know that mom had passed. He’d just been home two weekends ago.

      Drew knew he was scruffy and on the ripe side. They’d been finishing the tagging of the last of the wolves before Christmas. From now through the Spring mating period, they’d be mostly inside the base camp trailer, using Wi-Fi to track the migratory and nesting patterns of the relocated wolves. Besides the GPS monitoring of the wolves’ movements, they had installed cameras at various predicted activity sites, hoping to catch more of the wolves habits and their social hierarchy on film.

      “Hey Drew.” Britney stuffed the paper pad in her apron pocket and walked determinedly toward him.

      She paused. Her shadowed brown sugar gaze unsure. They normally didn’t have physical contact. On his end, he danced around the attraction he’d felt for her since day one. He wasn’t sure what her excuse was.

      “Britney,” he rasped. His voice was gruff because he hadn’t spoken yet today, and the tight grip his grief had on his throat constricted his ability to speak.

      “I’m sorry.” She awkwardly curved her arms around his back and squeezed while barely touching him.

      Drew stood docilely in her quick embrace but made no move to return the hug. The cold specter of death had seeped through his bones and made his limbs lethargic. He should be in a place beyond comfort right now.

      Her arms curled around him, and he had the overpowering urge to cling tight. The sense of coming home was like a physical wave and he wanted to wrap her in his arms and never let go of the longing. That urge was so confusing, so overwhelming, that he didn’t move. Couldn’t move, paralyzed by the tide of hunger surging through him.

      He wanted to bury his face in the curve of her neck and breathe in the sweet scent of powdered sugar and whip cream, and let her take away the pain that was like a living breathing force inside him.

      That need for solace nearly broke him. And he didn’t even know her. Not really. He just knew bits and pieces about her, from his mother’s constant sharing when he went home to visit. He couldn’t believe that he’d had the urge to wrap his arms around her and not let go. She was a virtual stranger.

      As if she could sense his discomfort, she stepped back quickly.

      Even so, her loose embrace sparked an avalanche of sensation inside him.

      “I’ve got to put in this order.” Britney furtively brushed the bags under her eyes, wet with tears. Drew glanced away from her sorrow.

      “Have a seat anywhere and I’ll be right with you.”

      He watched her go striving to hold onto his calm, impassive demeanor when what he wanted was to grab her and squeeze, so he could absorb her essence inside him. He noted the female sway of her hips and the subtle feminine aura she exuded even wearing the dated waitress uniform and the crisp white apron. She reached up and attached the slip of paper to the ticket order wheel then sent it spinning around into the kitchen where David Wiseman was waiting.

      “Hey, Drew.” David, a big ox of a man with a full beard and broad shoulders encased in plaid flannel, peered through the order window from the kitchen and gave a sympathetic nod to him. “Sorry about Janine.”

      “Thanks,” he ground out.

      He didn’t deserve their sympathy. Not Britney’s hug or David’s condolences. Drew shuddered, his breath clogging in his throat. He deserved their acrimony. Sure, he’d been involved in a groundbreaking program to re-introduce gray wolves back into the wildlife population in the Sierras north of Lake Tahoe where they’d been locally extinct for over eighty years.

      Yes, his mother had encouraged him, insisted really, that he take the once in a lifetime opportunity to work with Rudolph Lovell even though she was sick. But what kind of son left when his mother was dying?

      He didn’t want to be like his father. The one who left.

      [image: ]

      Britney inhaled deeply before she pivoted around to face Drew again. She brushed the constant tears from her eyes. That was when she noticed that Drew continued to stand forlornly in the middle of the diner, like a deer frozen in the middle of the road, not sure which way to run to avoid danger.

      Finally, she took pity on him. She curled her palm around the lapel of his rugged arctic parka and led him to the booth the farthest away from the other diners. The Muzak version of Little Drummer Boy, Drew’s favorite
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